giants that Thompson successfully drilled, changed many climatologists' way of thinking. Bowen has adopted the still controversial idea that the tropics are a significant driver of rapid climate variability, arguing against what he calls the North Atlantic school. But most palaeoclimatologists still belong to the latter camp, remaining convinced that the most potent regulator of the global climate system is hidden somewhere near Greenland at the turnover point of the ocean's thermohaline circulation. Even though I am personally not yet convinced by the arguments of the 'tropical school' , I found this vivid description of an ongoing scientific discussion to be one of the most compelling stories that Thin Ice has to tell.
Bowen adds a political dimension to the scientific narrative, arguing strongly for the promotion of climate change to the ranks of the world's most pressing problems. The assertion is justified by the race against time for researchers such as Thompson who are trying to extract information about past and present climate shifts from the world's disappearing glaciers. Had Thompson started his work today, many of the frozen archives he used would not have been considered as potentially rewarding drilling sitesthe quality of many signals in the ice has already been degraded by recent warming. The Quelccaya ice sheet, for example, no longer experiences surface temperatures low enough to allow the preservation of a seasonal water isotope signal. Meltwater is now percolating down through the upper metres of compacted snow, affecting all proxy information buried in the ice. Quelccaya's glaciers have become hundreds of metres shorter since Thompson started his work thirty years ago.
We can only speculate on how the disappearing tropical glaciers and their water resources will affect those living in Peru and Bolivia in the near future, but we have some good guesses about what regional climate swings meant to the people living on the Altiplano in the past. Thompson's work has been enthusiastically embraced by archaeologists, particularly those interested in the rise and fall of various pre-Incan societies. Sequences of favourable wet periods and adverse dry periods were accurately archived in Quelccaya's ice, and provide a convincing explanation for the evolution of ancient civilizations of the New World.
Bowen, who accompanied Thompson on two of his expeditions, tells this story in an amusing and entertaining style. The book often changes its focus, switching from thrilling mountaineering anecdotes to interviews with different scientists and historical retrospectives of Earth science. Often Bowen delivers fine pieces of science journalism, describing for example Charles Keeling's first measurements of carbon dioxide in the 1950s on Mauna Loa, Hawaii. Thin Ice is at the same time a scientific biography, a fine introduction to the sciences of climate change, and a vivid description of a geophysicist's work under most extreme conditions.
